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As authoritative reference books, Chinese-English dictionaries play an important 
role in translation practice and other foreign language teaching and learning activities. 
Among factors that contribute to the success of Chinese-English dictionaries, the 
quality of translations in them is a key factor. 
Pragmatics, as a relatively new branch of linguistics, has been developing rapidly 
in the past decades. More and more lexicographers, both at home and abroad, have 
found pragmatics useful and helpful in natural language understanding and have made 
some studies of its application to lexicography. However, what they concern most is 
the treatment of pragmatic information in dictionaries. Few of them have probed into 
dictionary translation from a pragmatic perspective. Translation in C-E dictionaries, 
seen from the perspective of pragmatics, is far from satisfactory since a great number 
of pragmatic failures exist in current C-E dictionaries. Therefore, under the guideline 
of pragmatic theory and dictionary translation principles, the present author attempts to 
identify pragmatic failures in current C-E dictionaries by way of case study, analyze 
the causes of those failures, and put forward some tentative solutions or strategies to 
solve those problems.  
After an investigation into the relationship between pragmatics, translation and 
dictionary translation, the present author proposes a pragmatic approach to dictionary 
translation. Then, through case studies of four popular Chinese-English dictionaries, 
she proceeds to explore the various causes of pragmatic failure in C-E dictionary 
translation. Finally, she puts forward some tentative suggestions as to how to avoid 
such failures in C-E dictionary translation.  
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Chapter One  Introduction 
 
1.1 Research Background 
Along with the rapid development of modern society, English has become a 
universally acknowledged language in cross-cultural communication. People use 
English in their work, in study and in daily life. Just like communication, English is 
also everywhere nowadays. The bilingual dictionary plays an important role both in 
foreign language learning and translation activity. It not only takes the responsibility of 
providing information for readers but also assumes the role of culture carrier. 
Therefore, translation is of particular importance in the quality of bilingual dictionaries. 
It would be correct to say that the development of translation may influence the 
development of lexicography, since the more developed the translation theories, 
especially the translation theories in bilingual dictionaries, the higher the quality of 
bilingual dictionaries.  
Pragmatics, a recently developed branch of linguistics, shows its concerns in the 
actual use of words in certain situations or live contexts and the considerable 
difference between sentence meaning and speaker meaning. By distinguishing these 
two meanings, pragmatics enables us to see why sometimes communications break 
down even when the utterances involved are grammatically correct. This phenomenon 
is labeled as pragmatic failure; it constitutes a very important but much neglected 
source of cross-cultural misunderstandings. The nature of pragmatic failure is 
inappropriateness in utterances in certain situations or contexts due to imperception of 
cultural differences. According to the types of information covered by pragmatics---the 
speech act or communicative intent of the utterance and the attitude of the speaker 
towards the hearer, Thomas (1983), using Leech’s (1983) distinction between 
pragmalinguistics and sociopragmatics, has distinguished two types of pragmatic 
failure, namely, pragmalinguistic failure and sociopragmatic failure, with the former 
referring to the communication breakdowns caused by inappropriate pragmalinguistic 
transfer of speech act strategies from one language to another and the latter stemming 
from cross-culturally different perceptions of what constitute linguistic behavior. 
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types of pragmatic decision making. Pragmalinguistic failure is language-specific and 
it should be possible to be corrected quite straightforwardly. Sociopragmatic failure is 
culture-specific and it is a reflection of speakers’ system of values as well as beliefs. 
Thus, it should not be corrected but only be pointed out and discussed. The different 
and sometimes even incompatible cultural elements between English and Chinese 
often lead language learners to make pragmatically incorrect utterances. For example, 
the Chinese people are used to address others by adding “old” or “young” to their 
family names to show a feeling of respect or intimacy. However, this will cause uneasy 
feelings to foreigners since they are used to adding Mr. Miss. Mrs. or Ms to people’s 
family names. If a Chinese welcomes an important visitor by saying “Will you please 
sit down?”, what he said is sure to spoil the situation because the utterance is 
pragmatically out of place. Such pragmatic failures largely exist in cross-cultural 
communications. Then, how to reduce and avoid those pragmatic failures is of great 
importance and significance in academic research. In the preface of LDOCE2, Thomas 
pointed out that the most serious misunderstanding, which results from cultural 
difference, is often in pragmatic aspect. In MACMILIAN, Dr Joanna Channell (2003) 
also attached great importance to this aspect. According to her, since all languages 
have a set of pragmatic conventions about language use, it is important to learn about 
them so as to make full use of the words we know to avoid mistakes. Wolfson (1989) 
reckoned that linguistic mistakes made by foreigners are usually forgiven by native 
speakers, but the violation of speech conventions is regarded as bad manners. Hu 
Wenzhong (1999) also believed that cultural mistakes are more severe than linguistic 
ones because the former may cause unhappiness between Chinese people and 
foreigners.  
A great deal of research has been done on pragmatic failure. According to some 
studies made by Xiang Chaohong (1999), Zhao Xueqin (2000), Zhao Gengsheng 
(2002) and Sun Ya (2002), pragmatic failures are very common phenomena among 
Chinese students. The failures cover many aspects, such as the failure to distinguish 
the usage between different modal verbs, to catch different emotion, style and register 
in synonyms, to find different cultural load of some words and expressions and so on. 
The research done by Hong Gang (1991, cited in Wu Yunna, 1994) is worth special 
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